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The philosophical ideas explored in this narrative are twofold, interrogating society's dependence on unsustainable energy resources and examining the future of art in the face of climate change. Both debates stem from a desire to document an anthropocentric construction of history, immortalising mankind's past endeavours, whilst neglecting the conditions necessary for humanity's continued survival.
With inordinate levels of carbon dioxide in the atmosphere and dwindling supplies of fossil fuels, the need for sustainable energy resources and the re-examination of our current energy consumption has never been more dire. Eco-critical and science fiction narratives which speculate on the future of humanity and the possibility of alternative energies, from hydrology to human labour, attempt to imagine a world beyond a petroleum driven capitalism. Speculation about the future redirects our focus towards the present by eradicating any nostalgia for the past. This precognitive characteristic of science fiction is at the very heart of my short story, The Archive. I have opted to use an analogy to imagine a future landscape where human life and culture has survived the effects of climate change, but at the cost of all other nonhuman life. With this creative piece, I am not dismissing the value of human art and life, quite the opposite, instead I argue that we should not risk sacrificing all life on earth for the sake of preserving our current way of life. In the words of Naomi Klein, 'climate change isn't an "issue" […] [i]t is a civilisation wake-up call. A powerful message -spoken in the language of fires, floods, droughts, and extinctions […] [t]elling us that we need to evolve'. 1 We must adapt, and that adaptation should work cooperatively, and not at odds, with nonhuman life on the planet.
The narrative is primarily set at an archival institution where physical art is copied into a digital format before being stored. The Archive explores some of the larger implications of our long-term dependence on technology and asks whether a simulated reality offers a satisfactory substitute for real life experience. The short story plays with the irony that the role of the Archive is to digitise human cultural production, and yet all of its archivers value the tactility of art, and are drawn to the archival institution because of the absence of physical art in their day-to-day lives. This piece partly grew out of the 'e-book versus paperback' debate. Our experience of art is increasingly mediated by technology and the e-book has completely changed the way we see and experience literature, allowing readers to carry hundreds of books around with them in one small, light, handheld console. Those who defend the paperback, stress the value of touch and smell in the experience of reading, which aids both pleasure and memory by acting as spatio-temporal markers. The Archive asks: what is lost in the process of digitising our daily reality? What part does sensation play in our mediation of the world around us?
Depicted in the future society of The Archive, traditional fossil fuels have been replaced by an unknown sustainable energy resource. The new clean energy allows citizens to consume electricity without the worry of further ecological degradation or finite resources. Unlike her friends or colleagues, the protagonist switches off the program to remind herself that the surrounding world is constructed, artificial, and virtual; unaware that in doing so she becomes the closest thing there is to an environmental activist in a world that has no regard for its own future (demonstrated by its frivolous dependence on an unknown energy resource). This fictional landscape reflects the current energy crisis. Our ignorance and naivety prevents us from taking responsibility for the immense impact our single species has had on the global climate. We instead seem to be impressed by the extent of our own ingenuity, and as a society -especially in the West -respond to climate change by celebrating humanity's greatest achievements.
The human brain has produced great feats in the arts and sciences, creating masterpieces and lifesaving breakthroughs, and yet the activity of the human brain has also brought about the extinction of many animal and plant species, and polluted the Earth's soil, water, and air with dangerous toxins. The endeavors of humanity will come to very little if we cannot break from our current destructive tendencies, as things continue humanity 'may have to settle for the distinction of being the first species ever to understand the causes of its own extinction'.
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The two genres of Gothic and Sci-Fi collide in this short piece, largely inspired by Mary Shelley's Frankenstein, widely regarded as the first science fiction novel, and the work of Octavia Butler, famous for her gripping post-colonialist science fictions. However, it is Charlotte Bronte's Jane Eyre which underpins the narrative of The Archive. I chose to allude quite heavily to this piece of Gothic fiction and most notably the figure of Mrs Rochester, the madwoman in the attic, because of the significance of fire, insanity, and the female body in the novel. The image of the burning body, and specifically the female body, alludes to postcolonial and feminist discourses within environmentalism, which warn against the body once more becoming an alternative to our current fossil fuel driven capitalism. The Archive does not offer a more viable energy resource, sustainable or otherwise, but highlights how detached we have become from the environmental injustice performed at the hands of industries, prioritising our comfort over a prolonged solution or strategy for coping with climate change. Humanity's involvement in climate change is becoming increasingly difficult to deny as natural disaster and catastrophic weather conditions become frighteningly more common, and yet our collective denial perseveres.
I have chosen the short story form because I believe that literature provides an important scope for ecological debate; it accommodates the need to tell new stories about humanity and the planet, but also bridges the gap between the scientific community and general public consciousness. As science reveals the negative impacts of climate change and demonstrates a growing concern for humanity's contribution, literature operates as a form of cultural documentation. It details public awareness and anxieties, and acts as a conduit for change by urging empathetic responses and rendering ecological controversy accessible. Speculative fiction provokes active engagement in ecological issues, reminding us that we exist as part of a global eco-system, and evokes responsibility for the world we inhabit. I work on the outskirts of the city at a huge government-owned storage and data collection centre, and I have to travel on a company owned shuttlebus to reach it. On the shuttle, sleepy commuters make their final touches to their personal data, double checking that they have the correct binary input for "curly hair" or "purple blouse". Sometimes watches are too far up the arm or trouser legs too short and the input has to be adjusted accordingly. Those slower at putting in today's codes have to take their nutrition capsules, or "coffee", on the way to work, swallowing them dry. The government has strict dress-codes, anyone slovenly dressed -mismatched socks, skewed collars, ill-fitting trousers, wonky hairdos -demonstrates their incompetence at coding, a basic requirement for the archival industry. It's important that all employers are technologically savvy, any mistakes made could be permanent. Mona
Lisa would no longer smile, Jesus might be absent from his own Last Supper. Since we can only access objects through their virtual constructions, the digitised pieces must be complete and perfect copies of the original object. Its physical twin locked deep within the vaults, preserved, protected and never to be seen again. We pass the waking city. Technicians have been called to fix a glitch at a housing complex. The large bay windows and stylish cuboid infrastructure pixelates, fading in and out of focus. The technicians shut down and reset the system in order to update the program and thus eradicate any faults. The projected image blinks twice and then vanishes, leaving behind a windowless grey block.
'So that's what they look like without the program', I heard someone whisper at the back of the bus.
The whole city has been redesigned and intricately rewired so that the program can function without impediment. This is now the universal and unquestionable design for all major global cities. Every monument or famous piece of architecture has been rendered digital, to the finest detail. The originals have been deconstructed-the most famous landmarks, St Paul's or the Eiffel Tower, for example, have been stored in archival outposts, to be preserved for all mankind-and replaced with a virtual manifestation.
Some historians and religious practitioners protested at first, but were soon persuaded that the program offered society a more than adequate substitution and that the virtual templates could be altered and perfected as society deemed fit. Rather than taking a number of years and millions of pounds in tax payers' money, Parliament could be fully refurbished in only a handful of hours of reprogramming, and the costs of running the program were now almost nonexistent since governments had switched to new methods of sustainable energy. The new methods were never questioned by citizens. Solar panels perhaps? Hydraulics? The transition was so expertly and efficiently enforced, and clean energy resources so desperately needed, that the general population were unconcerned with explicit details. The only significant impact experienced by the public was that their energy bills were lower than was ever before feasibly possible.
The Archive is such a large infrastructure that it's been programmed to appear invisible to the you could see the outlines of the coast, the dead empty landscape stretching in every direction away from the city, but most days were spent among storm clouds. The city has always been the centre of man's art and cultural production, of work and change and revolution, now the cities contain all human life. Governments around the world call it progress, but I still dream at night of walking through woods, sunlight trickling through the tops of the trees. As if in denial, we select the program for "busy street" or "mountain range" and stare out at these manmade digital landscapes to distract us from contemplating the sheer magnitude of The Archive, with its vaults stretching miles above and below ground. Mankind's artistic legacy is sealed tightly in its artificial ecosystems, locked safely away from the damaging effects of moisture and flash photography.
We archivers never see the artworks again once they have been catalogued; they are carted off to a separate service elevator, whose access is not privilege to the archival staff. Our job is to scan, import and digitise humankind's cultural production, everything prior to 2017 (when the program was 'It was very peculiar, I'm telling you. I never realised there was floors in-between levels, jus' suspected they was above or below the archive staff floors'.
I move closer to the group, so as to hear the conversation more clearly.
'I was in the elevator when the service operator got in beside me with a large crate, I think it was from the Archeology Department. So I was very confused and he explained to me that the service elevator was bein' repaired'.
'But then, halfway between my floor, thirty-six, and the floor below, thirty-five, the guy puts a key in the elevator. There's a small hole just above the buttons, I'd never seen it before but it's there alright, I checked it again on my way down. When he put the key in and turned it, it stopped. Right there, between them two floors. I was a little panicked; I couldn't help but think that both the staff and service elevators being broken was a worrying coincidence -not to mention a major fire hazard. And then the doors opened', he pauses for suspense, 'and there was another floor'. We all look at each other in shock and excitement.
'What did it look like?', I ask.
'Different, more industrial. More like a factory than an office building, but I couldn't see much. It all happened so fast, the guy was out in seconds and closed the doors behind him. It was all a bit strange really'.
'Where does the art go?'
This time my question is less well received. It's evident from their faces that I've asked a very stupid question, one that every employee who works here knows the answer to.
'Somewhere safe, that's all I care about. That's why we do this job right, to protect it? As long as it's safe', the surrounding staff say at me, in almost complete unison.
The others nod in agreement once more and knock back their lunch, with a decent swig of water, 'Cover it with this so that the boss doesn't see, but you really should get that glitch fixed and soon.
You know how regimented they are around here as regards to uniform coding'. I wait until everyone has left the office. It takes longer than expected, because of the work and time lost by the power cut. There isn't a backup system in place for this kind of occurrence, since there has never been an incident like this since the installation of The Archive, causing hours of work to evaporate in an instance. I hover around the art department, wandering back and forth along the seemingly endless corridors; inspecting each and every office space until I find one that's empty. If anyone stops me, I simply explain that I'm waiting for a friend, but most people walk straight past me quite oblivious. Evidently my attire's appropriate for an art archiver. When a room becomes free, I shuffle in and use a computer, the one furthest to the back, in the hope that anyone walking past won't be able to see me. I boot it up and log in with my guest user. Having done so, I hook up the handheld scanner and the 3D printer. I'm not sure whether it will connect, but after some fiddling around and some creative wiring, I manage to get the computer to recognise the printer and use the program to create a key (based off the data collected from the scanning device). After years of converting physical objects into immaterial coding, I use the immaterial to create something physical. 'How many books still need to be archived? I have searched all morning and I can't find many more, some obscure pieces of Russian literature, some rather poor fan fiction and perhaps an unfinished manuscript or two. We're running out of art. It's not going to be enough'.
He continues to look at me, his face blank and pale; watching the movements of my lips but without the words corresponding.
'We're going to run out', I repeat.
'Well yes, eventually. But I'm sure there will be plenty more work for an archiver, if you're worried about losing your job you don't need to…' 'It's not sustainable'.
'Sustainable?' 'The power cuts, the glitches. It's not going to be enough, it isn't sustainable. They're burning everything. We have all been so blind'.
I sit down at my desk and begin typing violently. He stands there frozen for a moment longer before returning to his own office. I work furiously for hours, programming and reprogramming until my fingers become sore. I work all through my lunch hour, colleagues drifting in and out the office; some might have glanced over at me, but either I didn't notice them or they were too wary to approach.
Blisters start to surface, my fingers spotted with blood, and yet I continue typing. Even once everyone has left for day, I stay and work through the night, and the sun is rising by the time I've finished. I see it through the windows, it's so close, I can see its rays creep through the curtain of clouds. It's warm on my skin. I can feel its warmth.
Is this the first time I've ever seen it rise with my own eyes?
I wait in the control room until everyone has arrived at work, shivering in the corner behind the main operating system's console, shaking with cold and excitement. I'm terrified. I imagine the confusion on the faces of all the archivers when they step inside the building and feel the cold for the first time. I had turned off the heating and moisture moderator. I wasn't sure anyone would know why they were cold, standing there naked in nothing but their virtual clothes, which would offer them little protection from the brisk morning chill. 'Bertha?'
A woman enters, dressed in heavy service uniform and nudging forward a large trolley full of books, ready for the fire. I run towards her screaming, my voice strange and echoing off every surface; they're no longer just my words, we speak with a singular voice. The service woman stands there paralysed, seeing only the shadow of a madwoman, the whole room saturated with an indescribable sound. She reaches behind her and hits the security alarm, thumping it hard with her thickly-gloved hand.
I throw myself onto the books sobbing, the tears evaporating from my cheeks before hitting the pages of the books, which have begun to curl and brown under the intensity of the heat. I feel arms snatch at me from all sides; genderless, faceless things, pulling and grabbing at me.
'Take me instead', I beg. I smile, shrouded in the ashes of her pages, then all is dark and all is aflame, and I was alive, just before I died.
